
Blackfriars 
Is it because so few of our churches are dedicated, or 
that we hdve so many glories of doctrine to sing? 
It is pathetic to see every shade of heretic so anxious 
to sing what he unconsciously dilapidates, the City of 
the Living God. 

JOHN O'CONNOR. 

A DOMINICAN STORY-TELLER 

0 have been a student in Paris in the early thir- T teenth century, to have seen the foundation of 
the Dominican Order, to have been present at the 
coronation of St. Louis and to have assisted at the 
Council of Lyons ; to have spent one's early manhood 
in missionary journeys and one's riper years as an 
Inquisitor, knowing France from end to end and 
acquainted with all the important people of one's 
time ; surely such fullness of life as this would justify 
a man, if ever anything could, in writing his auto- 
biography. 

Etienne de Bourbon, however, when he wrote his 
book-The Seven Gifts of the Spiyit, a delightful book, 
though written in execrable Latin-had no thought of 
handing himself down to posterity. His sole desire 
was the humble one of providing stories, " exempla " 
for the use of preachers. 

" I, brother S," he says in his introduction, " least 
of the Order of Preachers, seeking, so far as my little- 
n3ss permi:s, to be serviceable to the salvation of men, 
leaving subtler and deeper themes to subtler and wiser 
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men, have collected from divers works and from divers 
wise and learned men, not without much time and 
great labour, divers useful stories to the honour of God 
and His Mother and His Saints, trusting in His help 
for the salvation of souls and the edification of the 
Church." 

But a good many of his stories, and by no means 
the least interesting and valuable, are drawn from the 
stores of his own memory, and in them he gives a 
picture, as vivid as it is artless, of his own life and the 
life of his times. 

He was, he tells us, at school at St. Vincent de MBcon, 
for three years. Thence he went to Paris as a student. 
He was probably there some time between 1210 and 
I 223. 

That he took a keen and healthy interest in the fife, 
both of the Town and the University, which went on 
around him, his stories show. 

" When I was a student in Paris," he says, " a 
certain famous thief entered our Hospice when we 
were at Vespers on the Vigil of the Nativity, and the 
room of one of the scholars being unlocked, he stole 
thereout several books of Law and took them away 
with him. After the Feast the scholar wished to study 
those books and could not find them, so he had re- 
course to the Necromancers. 

" He went to several in vain, but at last one of them 
called in the aid of the demons and made the youth 
look into a crystal, wherein he saw many things of no 
interest to him. But at last he saw a fellow-student 
of ours, a relative of his own, whom we believed to be 
the most honourable youth of our company. So the 
owner of the books befouled his reputation, not only 
amongst the students, but also amongst his friends, 
giving out that he had stolen his books. 

" Now it happened that the real thief stole some other 
things and was found out, and he fled to a certain 
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Blackf riars 
church and hid in the clock tower ; and when he was 
taken and put to the Question he showed all that he 
had stolen and what he had done with it. And certain 
students, who lived near us, asked him of certain 
matters, which he showed them. 
“ At last he, who had lost the books, went to him 

and asked him of them and he showed when and 
where he had taken them, and told the name of the 
Jew who had bought them. And, going to that Jew’s 
house, there the scholar found them.” 

He evidently loved the life of the city ; he knew its 
gossip and he used to mingle with its crowds. He 
tells us a wonderful tale of a sight he saw at Notre 
Dame, where he had gone one Sunday to Vespers. 
There was a great concourse there, for a man afflicted 
with “ le ma1 des ardents ”* had been taken there for 
healing. “ A number of people came forward and bore 
witness to the fact that the man was a usurer. So the 
priests and the clerks warned him to relinquish that 
way of life, promising that, if he did so, the Blessed 
Virgin would cure him of his disease. But he would 
give no promise, either for threats or blandishments, 
but persevered in his obduracy. And by the time 
that Vespers was finished his whole body was black 
and swollen and his eyes were starting from his head. 
So he was cast out like a dog, from the church, and the 
fire consumed him that same night.” 

Etienne’s student years, however, were most deeply 
marked for him by the coming of the Dominicans and 
the foundation of their famous Convent of St. Jacques. 
Paris was roused to a white heat of fervour by them. 
“ The Powers of Evil,” says our student, ‘‘ hated them 
from the beginning.” It was only the nightly recita- 
tion of the “ Salve Regina,” which ensured them peace 
enough to say their Offices. Etienne says that the 

*Jacques de Vitry gives an instance of this disease attacking a com- 
pany of Beguines in the church of St. Gertrude of Nivelles. 

240 



A Dominican Story-Teller 
Prior of St. Jacques told him that one night after 
Compline, when the Brethren had all gone to the 
Dormitory and he was locking up the house, he saw a 
friar standing by a well in the Cloister. The friar 
retreated as he came near and led him all through the 
house till they got to the gate, when he vanished, cry- 
ing out : “ I thought I would lead you a dance ! ” 
“ No wonder the demons were angry,” Etienne 

ingenuously remarks, “ for the Dominicans snatched 
many souls from their clutches in Paris.” In the 
atmosphere they created conversions were rife, both 
among professors and students. 

“ To a certain Master appeared one of his dead pupils 
in a scholar’s gown, all weighed down with sophisms, 
and said in answer to an inquiry as to how he fared, 
that he was as burdened by the gown as though he 
had a tower on him, and that he was all on fire within ! ’’ 

“ But you do not seem to suffer! ” answered the 
Master. Then the youth held out his hand and one 
drop of sweat, which fell from it, burned a sore in the 
Master’s flesh. So leaving behind him the couplet : 

Linqueo coax ranis, cras corvis, vanaque vanis, 
Ad logicam pergoque mortis non timet ergo, 

I 1  

the Master betook himself to Clairvaux and there 
spent the rest of his life.” 

To a certain youth prone to sins of the flesh and slow 
to repent, there appeared one night the Lord, as He 
had been crucified, and said, showing His bleeding 
wounds: “ I  bore these for thee, and I keep them 
that I may call to repentance those who like thee 
continually say, “ Cras.”* 

Another youth went to visit a friend, who had 
entered a Dominican convent, longing to hear from 
him something concerning his own conversion, but 
the young Dominican only said : 

* The cry of the crow, type of the procrastinator ‘‘ with his cry of 
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“ When you enter your room, which is fair and 

spacious, or lie down in your bed, which is soft, or 
draw over you the coverings, which are comely, think 
to yourself what will be the fashion of your room and 
your bed and your coverings in Hell ! ” 

No longer could the poor boy enjoy either his room 
or his couch. He soon gave them up for the austerities 
of the Convent of St. Jacques. 

The exact date of Etienne’s own admission into the 
Order does not seem certain, but he left Paris in 1223. 
He probably attended the coronation of St. Louis in 
1226, for he says he was present at Our Lady’s Church 
at Rheims, when the King was crowned, and that he 
saw with his own eyes “ the miraculous Ampulla, full 
of holy oil, which was brought down from Heaven by a 
dove, when the King Clovis and his Franks were bap- 
tized by St. Remigius.” 

In the same year he was at Lyons and preached the 
crusade against the Albigenses. He was made an 
Inquisitor by a mandate from the Holy See, and in 
1245 assisted at the Council of Lyons. In  1249 he 
returned to his convent, and there spent the last ten 
years of his life. He died in 1260, while writing the 
book from which we know all that we do know about 
him, though he tried to conceal the name of the 
author. 

Very arresting is the portrait of himself, which this 
Dominican Missionary and Inquisitor unconsciously 
draws, and altogether attractive the personality, which 
he reveals, as he shows by his stories how intimate 
was the commerce he had, not only with the good 
Catholics he met in his progress, but with sinners, 
heretics, doubters, and the simple and superstitious 
peasant of the obscure country districts. 

He knew what heretics believed and taught, not 
from ecclesiastical reports, but from what they told 
him themselves, as he talked with them on the roads 
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or by their firesides. There was about him none of 
the intolerance and cruelty of the Inquisitor, with 
whom we are familiar in Protestant literature. To 
the doubtful he was a refuge in their despair. 

" When I was in a certain city against the heretics," 
he says, " a noble lady came to me and said she was a 
heretic worse than those that had been burnt for 
heresy, and thought evil things about the articles of 
Faith and the Sacraments. And this she said with 
great weeping. And when I asked her of these thoughts, 
if she consented to them or if they pleased her, she 
replied that she would rather be dead and burnt, if 
she could escape from them. And when she said this 
I bade her despise them and think no more of them ; 
and she received consolation and was thereafter freed 
from them.'' 

Sometimes this Missionary's thirst for souls led 
him into perilous adventures. His story of how he 
tried to convert a robber in a lonely wood, must be 
given in his own words : 

" While I was in these parts,'' he says, " I had speech 
with a certain thief, who told me that for seven years 
he had lived in the forest without a roof over his head, 
and passed sleepless nights fearing every sound. He 
always went about armed and never took off his clothes. 
Indeed so great was the suffering he bore by reason of 
his evil life, that no martyr ever bore so much for so 
long together. 

" I sent word to him by a certain companion of his, 
who had confessed to me, that I desired to speak freely 
with him. He consented on condition that I promised 
that none should know of it and none should be with 
me save our common acquaintance. He appointed 
for our meeting a certain place in the wood at the hour 
before cock-crow. When we arrived he took me apart 
and said all that I have related and much more. 
" I pointed out to him the great peril in which he 
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stood and promised that if he would trust himself to 
me I would send him across the seas. But he would 
not consent to abandon his way of life, until those who 
had driven him to it by taking away his living should 
make it good.”* 

Etienne in his missionary journeys found himself 
in contact with custom and legend, often reaching far 
back into the mists of antiquity. There were dances 
so wild and barbaric, that demons were believed to be 
joining with the dancers. Hobby-horses brought from 
green and forest, where they had formed part of 
heathen rites, were in some districts introduced into 
the churches. He tells of a terrible catastrophe, 
which befell a band of dancers at Forez, who, in spite 
of the protests of the parish priest, were revelling in 
the church one Christmas-time, when the porch fell 
down, bringing with it a large portion of the church. 
Many of the dancers were killed and none escaped 
without hurt. “ Wherefore,” says our writer, “ a 
great woe following upon excessive joy was for long 
called in that country “ the dance of Forez.” 

Another curious episode is the story of St. Guine- 
fort. Etienne tells us that he found, in a certain 
district, mothers taking sick and ailing children to a 
tomb in the woods and leaving them bound thereon, 
with lighted candles on their heads and breasts. The 
children generally died of exposure, or burns, or were 
carried away by wolves. Any who survived were, 
as a rule, killed by being dipped nine times in a 
torrent which flowed by! The origin of this custom 
was so remote that everyone had forgotten it. Etienne, 
however, discovered that it took its rise in a story the 
exact counterpart of that of Llewellyn and Gelert. He 
put an end to the custom by dismantling the tomb and 

* The robber was eventually taken and executed, to the great grief of 
his would-be saviour. 

244 



A Dominican Story- Teller 
telling the story to the assembled inhabitants of the 
village. 

Etienne was in all probability acquainted with the 
Book of the Seven Wise Masters which seems to have 
made its way from the East into European literature 
about the twelfth century, so he had at least the oppor- 
tunity of connecting this story with its Eastern cousin. 

It is evident that he spared himself no trouble in 
the collection of his stories. His list of sources is a 
formidable one.* He collected them, he says, from 
divers books of history, from the Bible, from miracu- 
lous tales, from the history of divers peoples, especially 
the Romans, from the stories of world catastrophes 
“ from the flood to our own times,” from the ecclesias- 
tical history of Eusebius, translated by Blessed Jerome 
from Greek into Latin, from the history of the Franks 
by Blessed Gregory, from the history of the Britons, “ of 
which the author is unknown to us,” from the history 
of the Angles written by Beda, from the history of 
foreign lands by Master Jacobus Vitriacus, Cardinal 
of the Roman Church. 

“ Also I have collected stories from the chronicles 
of Odo, Archbishop of Vienne, and Hugh of St. 
Victor, from the history of Turpinus, Archbishop of 
Rheims, which is called the history of Roncevalle 
and tells of the battles of Charlemagne and his victories 
over the Saracens. 
“ Also we have collected them from the lives of 

various saints and the lives of the Fathers; from 
Barlaam and Josaphat, which St. John Damascene 
wrote. Also from books of natural history, from the 
books of Peter Cluniacus and Peter Alphunsus ; from 
the book of the miracles of Our Blessed Lady, and 
many others.” 

Truly the last ten years of Etienne de Bourbon’s 
life were well employed ! GERTRUDE ROBINSON. 

* I t  is far too long to quote in extenso. 
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